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Abstract 
 
Research capacity building has become a prominent theme in higher education institutions in China 
and across the world. However, Chinese Teaching English as a Foreign Language academics' research 
output has been quite limited. In order to build their research capacity, it is necessary to understand 
their perceptions about research. This case study presents the perceptions about research of six 
Chinese Teaching English as a Foreign Language academics in a context of growing institutional 
demands for research. One-on-one interviews of 35–60 minutes' duration were conducted with 
these academics from an institution in north China. Thematic analysis of the transcribed interviews 
indicated that the Chinese Teaching English as a Foreign Language academics held positive 
perceptions about the teaching-research nexus. However, the value of research to them seemed to 
be limited to teaching and career advancement. They also expressed varied concerns about the 
institutional research requirements. The findings suggested several implications for the institution's 
administrators to further enhance academics' research capacity building. 
Keywords: academic perceptions, Chinese culture, TEFL 
Introduction 
 
Over the past decade, the demands on Chinese Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) 
academics have been increasing. They are not only obliged to teach but also to undertake research 
and publish. These higher demands reflect changes in two major areas of education in China: English 
and higher education. English was officially recognised as the first foreign language in China in 1964. 
In order to raise the proficiency level of tertiary students to meet the growing demand for English-
speaking personnel, the Chinese Ministry of Education launched two initiatives in the new century: 
One was Chinese/English bilingual education in selected disciplines in higher education institutions, 
and the other was the College English Teaching Reform. The success or failure of these reform 
programmes is predicated upon the competency of Chinese TEFL academics. Reforms in Chinese 
higher education over the past decade aim to build high-level universities, including world-class 
universities, in China (Lai, 2009 Lai, M. 2009. Challenges to the work life of academics: The 
experience of a renowned university in the Chinese mainland. Higher Education Quarterly, 64: 89–
111.  ). In order to achieve this goal, Chinese higher education institutions adopted a new reward 
system that accords more importance to research (Lai, 2010 Lai, M. 2010. Challenges faced by 
Chinese academics in the academic heartland. Journal of Further & Higher Education, 34: 271–290. , 
). Research performance has become essential for institutional success and academics' salaries in 
China, although there is no national evaluation of research quality of its higher education institutions 
(Geuna & Martin, 2003 Geuna, A. and Martin, B.R. 2003. University research evaluation and funding: 
An international comparison. Minerva, 41: 277–304.  ). There is urgency for Chinese academics to 
build a research profile, which includes TEFL academics. 
 
Past studies indicate that despite the importance of English in China, its research is relatively weak in 
quantity and quality, the number of renowned researchers, and international influence (Professors' 
Saloon of Foreign Languages, 2002 Professors' Saloon of Foreign Languages. 2002. Promoting foreign 
languages research and teaching innovation in the new century: A summary of Professors' Saloon of 
Foreign Languages. Foreign Languages and Their Teaching, 24: 1–2.  ). Zhou (2005 Zhou, Y. 2005. A 
survey of English teachers' needs in Chinese higher education institutions. Foreign Language 
Teaching and Research, 37: 206–210.  ) found that Chinese TEFL academics in general lack awareness 
of the pedagogical and professional benefits of research. Chinese TEFL academics teaching English to 
non-English majors was a prime concern, considering the large number of students they teach (Yang, 
Zhang, & Xie, 2001 Yang, Z., Zhang, S. J. and Xie, J.W. 2001. An analysis of current situation and 
problems of TEFL academics' research performance. Foreign Language Education, 22: 79–83.  ). 
Echoing the international rhetoric encouraging TEFL practitioner research (e.g., Allwright, 1997 
Allwright, D. 1997. Quality and sustainability in teacher-research. TESOL Quarterly, 31: 368–370.  , 
2003 Allwright, D. 2003. Exploratory practice: Rethinking practitioner research in language teaching. 
Language Teaching Research, 7: 113–141.  ; Borg, 2003a Borg, S. 2003a. “Research education' as an 
objective for teacher learning”. In The role of research in teacher education, Edited by: Beaven, B. 
and Borg, S. 41–48. Whitstable, Kent, , UK: IATEFL.  , 2003b Borg, S. 2003b. Research in the lives of 
TESOL professionals. TESOL Matters, 13: 1–5.  ), leading Chinese educators have been calling on TEFL 
practitioners to engage more actively in research (Huang, 2006 Huang, J.B. 2006. TEFL academics 
and research. English Knowledge, 20(6): 1–2. 7 ; Shu, 2002 Shu, D.F. 2002. Foreign language teachers 
and research. Foreign Languages Teaching Abroad, 22: 1–5.  ; Xia, 2009 Xia, J. 2009. On some 
suitable and valid approaches to teacher research. Foreign Language World, 30: 16–22.  ). Books and 
articles on how to conduct and write research have been published to guide academics' research 
practices (e.g., Gui & Ning, 1997 Gui, S. and Ning, C. 1997. The research methods in applied 
linguistics studies, Beijing, China: Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press.  ; Han, 2004 Han, 
B.C. 2004. Statistical methods in foreign language education research, Beijing: Foreign Language 
Teaching and Research Press.  ). Despite much theoretical discussion in the field, limited empirical 
works focus on Chinese TEFL academics' perceptions about research, particularly in a teaching-
dominated setting in the transition to a research culture. 
 
This exploratory case study intends to analyse how a TEFL department in a Chinese higher education 
institution is building a research culture. The research question is: ‘How do Chinese TEFL academics 
perceive research in a changing educational climate?’ This paper starts with an examination of the 
literature on academics' perceptions about the teaching-research nexus, and the significance they 
accorded to research. It presents how a group of Chinese TEFL academics perceived research in a 
context of growing institutional research requirements. 
Literature review 
 
Studies on academics' research and research capacity building in higher education worldwide have 
flourished in the past two decades with institutional research closely associated with government 
funding and institutional reputation. Studies that examine academics' perceptions about research 
mainly follow two lines of inquiry, namely academics' perceptions about the research-teaching 
nexus and academics' understanding about the value of research, which will be reviewed in the 
following sections. 
Academics' perceptions about research-teaching nexus 
 
There is a plethora of literature examining the research-teaching nexus in higher education 
institutions (e.g., Elton, 1986 Elton, L. 1986. Research and teaching: Symbiosis or conflict. Higher 
Education, 15: 299–304.  , 2001; Feldman, 1987 Feldman, K.A. 1987. Research productivity and 
scholarly accomplishment of college teachers as related to their instructional effectiveness: A review 
and exploration. Research in Higher Education, 26: 227–298.  ; Grant & Wakelin, 2009 Grant, K. and 
Wakelin, S.J. 2009. Re-conceptualising the concept of a nexus? A survey of 12 Scottish IS/IM 
academics' perceptions of a nexus between teaching, research, scholarship and consultancy. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 14: 133–146. ; Marsh & Hattie, 2002 Marsh, H.W. and Hattie, J. 2002. 
The relation between research productivity and teaching effectiveness: Complementary, 
antagonistic, or independent constructs? The Journal of Higher Education, 73: 603–641. ; Neumann, 
1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of the teaching-research nexus: A framework for analysis. 
Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ; Robertson & Bond, 2001 Robertson, J. and Bond, C.H. 2001. 
Experiences of the relation between teaching and research: What do academics value? Higher 
Education Research & Development, 20: 5–19. , ; Visser-Wijnveen, Van Driel, Van der Rijst, Verloop, 
& Visser, 2009 Visser-Wijnveen, G.J., Van Driel, J.H., Van der Rijst, R.M., Verloop, N. and Visser, A. 
2009. The relationship between academics' conceptions of knowledge, research and teaching–A 
metaphor study. Teaching in Higher Education, 14: 673–686. ). Most early research using 
quantitative research design demonstrated that there seemed to be a near-zero relationship 
between research and teaching. That is, research and teaching were completely independent of 
each other (Feldman, 1987 Feldman, K.A. 1987. Research productivity and scholarly accomplishment 
of college teachers as related to their instructional effectiveness: A review and exploration. Research 
in Higher Education, 26: 227–298.  ; Marsh & Hattie, 2002 Marsh, H.W. and Hattie, J. 2002. The 
relation between research productivity and teaching effectiveness: Complementary, antagonistic, or 
independent constructs? The Journal of Higher Education, 73: 603–641. ). Other researchers (Elton, 
1986 Elton, L. 1986. Research and teaching: Symbiosis or conflict. Higher Education, 15: 299–304.  ; 
Neumann, 1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of the teaching-research nexus: A framework for 
analysis. Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ; Robertson & Bond, 2001 Robertson, J. and Bond, C.H. 
2001. Experiences of the relation between teaching and research: What do academics value? Higher 
Education Research & Development, 20: 5–19. , ) challenged the narrow definitions of research 
productivity and teaching effectiveness adopted in the quantitative research simply as publication 
counts and students' ratings, respectively, and the research design that quantitative researchers 
used. Instead, they studied the same issue by collecting qualitative data with open-ended interviews. 
Some of these studies revealed varied experiences about the research-teaching link that ranged 
from antagonism with no connection, to considerable nexus and a strong symbiosis (Robertson & 
Bond, 2001 Robertson, J. and Bond, C.H. 2001. Experiences of the relation between teaching and 
research: What do academics value? Higher Education Research & Development, 20: 5–19. , ). Some 
found that academics perceived an unidirectional impact of research upon teaching (Grant & 
Wakelin, 2009 Grant, K. and Wakelin, S.J. 2009. Re-conceptualising the concept of a nexus? A survey 
of 12 Scottish IS/IM academics' perceptions of a nexus between teaching, research, scholarship and 
consultancy. Teaching in Higher Education, 14: 133–146. ) and a weaker connection between 
academics' conceptions of research and teaching (Visser-Wijnveen et al., 2009 Visser-Wijnveen, G.J., 
Van Driel, J.H., Van der Rijst, R.M., Verloop, N. and Visser, A. 2009. The relationship between 
academics' conceptions of knowledge, research and teaching–A metaphor study. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 14: 673–686. ), and others seemed to indicate that a positive perception about the nexus 
prevailed among academic staff (Elen, Lindblom-Ylanne, & Clement, 2007 Elen, J., Lindblom-Ylanne, 
J. and Clement, M. 2007. Faculty development in research-intensive universities: The role of 
academics' conceptions on the relationship between research and teaching. International Journal for 
Academic Development, 12: 123–139.  ; Neumann, 1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of the 
teaching-research nexus: A framework for analysis. Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ). Elton (2001 
Elton, L. 2001. Research and teaching: Conditions for a positive link. Teaching in Higher Education, 6: 
43–56. ) argued that conditions for a positive teaching–research link lay in student-centred learning 
and teaching process where teachers and students were mutually engaged. Additionally, pedagogic 
research would benefit teaching through reflection on teaching and researching into one's own 
classroom (Elton, 2001 Elton, L. 2001. Research and teaching: Conditions for a positive link. Teaching 
in Higher Education, 6: 43–56. , ). 
 
An influential study conducted by Neumann (1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of the teaching-
research nexus: A framework for analysis. Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ) interviewed 33 senior 
academic administrators across a wide range of academic disciplines in Australian research 
universities. These academics reported that research held tangible, intangible and global 
connections with teaching in university settings. The tangible nexus was embodied in academics' 
revised lecture notes to keep up with the rapidly advancing knowledge in their fields. The intangible 
nexus illustrated the links between academics' approaches and attitudes towards knowledge and 
students' learning. Approaching knowledge with a critical mind was central to research and what 
higher education aimed to develop in students. The global nexus extended beyond individuals to 
department levels in that research activities of the department benefited teaching in two ways: 
providing undergraduate courses with direction and teaching with areas of focus, and helping create 
new undergraduate courses and degrees. In addition, Neumann identified three influencing factors 
that presented different priorities to the three levels of nexus: discipline nature, course type, and 
students' ability and motivation. The teaching-research nexus seemed stronger for rapidly 
developing disciplines, for disciplinary courses (in contrast or service courses), and for higher ability 
students. 
Academics' understanding of research and being researchers 
 
Apart from the benefits that university research brings to teaching, it has other perceived value. In a 
personal reflection about the challenges she faced as a department chair, Miller (2002 Miller, M.L. 
2002. A department chair's challenge: Dealing with impediments to research. ADFL Bulletin, 33: 47–
52.  ) contended that in the US context where higher education institutions were competing to 
become research intensive, communication with the academic community through publications and 
research was intellectually stimulating for academics. Furthermore, research-active academics 
served as role models for their students with a stance of life-long learning, encouraging students to 
expand their talents. These benefits in conducting research provided rationales for enhancing 
research profile of academics in her department. 
 
Empirical studies have been undertaken to examine academics' perceptions about the value and 
significance of research. In a phenomenographic study (Bruce, Pham, & Stoodley, 2004 Bruce, C., 
Pham, B. and Stoodley, I. 2004. Constituting the significance and value of research: Views from 
information technology academics and industry professionals. Studies in Higher Education, 29: 219–
238. ) of information technology academics' experience of the value and significance of research 
projects, five different ways of experiencing research value and significance were found. These 
included fulfilling personal goals, benefiting the research team, contributing to knowledge, meeting 
the needs of research clients and addressing problems of the wider world. These five categories not 
only represented varied experience among information technology researchers but also formed a 
hierarchy that started from personal significance and extended to a wider sphere. 
 
Just as conducting research meant varying benefits ranging from personal to social significance and 
value, being a researcher was also understood in varying ways among academics (Åkerlind, 2008 
Åkerlind, G.S. 2008. An academic perspective on research and being a researcher: An integration of 
the literature. Studies in Higher Education, 33: 17–31. ). Synthesising the previous literature, 
Åkerlind (2008 Åkerlind, G.S. 2008. An academic perspective on research and being a researcher: An 
integration of the literature. Studies in Higher Education, 33: 17–31. ) identified four dimensions that 
emerged from investigations of academics' understanding and experience of research: research 
intention, process, objects and outcomes. The four dimensions were integrated into his analysis of 
interviews with 28 Australian academics about what being a researcher meant. By adopting the 
phenomenographical approach, Åkerlind (2008 Åkerlind, G.S. 2008. An academic perspective on 
research and being a researcher: An integration of the literature. Studies in Higher Education, 33: 
17–31. ) found four categories (or levels) of experience in his study, and a new dimension emerged 
from the data (research affect). Each category was analysed on the five dimensions. Findings along 
the dimension of research intention revealed four levels of understanding. At the lowest-level 
category, research meant meeting institutional requirements and conducting research was regarded 
as an academic obligation. At a level higher, research was undertaken for personal recognition in the 
field. Academics who conducted research in order to pursue personal interest were at category 
three, and the highest level of research intention was the desire to benefit a wider world such as 
organisations or social groups. These categories showed a shift from self-centered intentions to a 
more altruist view of benefiting a larger community. 
 
Most literature reviewed above is concerned with academics from research universities in Western 
countries. Although there were suggestions about further research conducted of academics from 
institutions other than research universities (e.g. Neumann, 1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of 
the teaching-research nexus: A framework for analysis. Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ), there is a 
dearth of such attempts and even less about Chinese academics. 
 
Despite the deep concerns about Chinese TEFL academics' research capacities, data-based 
conclusions were scarce. Chinese TEFL academics' perceptions about research are mostly inferred 
from their low research productivity (Yang et al., 2001 Yang, Z., Zhang, S. J. and Xie, J.W. 2001. An 
analysis of current situation and problems of TEFL academics' research performance. Foreign 
Language Education, 22: 79–83.  ), their negative responses to survey questions about the 
importance of research (Zhou, 2005 Zhou, Y. 2005. A survey of English teachers' needs in Chinese 
higher education institutions. Foreign Language Teaching and Research, 37: 206–210.  ), and low 
library borrowing rate (Zhu, 2002 Zhu, W. 2002. Promote quality education, reform College English 
teaching mode: Investigation of College English teaching and suggestions. Si Xiang Zhan Xian, 28: 
135–140.  ). A qualitative case study by Gao, Li and Wu (2000 Gao, Y.H., Li, L.C. and Wu, H.L. 2000. 
What ‘research’ and ‘research methods’ mean to EFL teachers: Four cases. Modern Foreign 
Languages, 23: 89–98.  ) is one of the few that focus on Chinese TEFL academics' perceptions about 
research. Using qualitative interviews to examine what research and research methods meant to 
Chinese TEFL academics, the authors found that the TEFL academics were spread on a continuum of 
researcher, teacher researcher, researching teacher, and teacher. The value of research for them 
was contributing to knowledge, informing classroom practice, promotion, or had no value. This study 
provided insights into Chinese TEFL academics' perceptions about research and research methods. 
Yet, as their sample was selected from the participants from different education institutions at three 
conferences, the study does not offer an understanding about how TEFL academics from a 
transitional culture perceive research. This current study aims to understand how Chinese TEFL 
academics perceive research in a changing educational climate. 
The case study 
 
In most Chinese higher education institutions, two departments offer English courses. One of these 
English teaching departments offers general English skills teaching (listening, speaking, reading and 
writing) to non-English majors, while an ‘English language and literature department’ offers language 
and literature courses to English majors. This study focused on the former of these two types of 
department, referred to in this paper as ‘the English department’, in a key provincial institution 
(hereafter, ‘the institution’) in China. The institution is a tertiary education provider at the provincial 
level, and is in the process of transition from a teaching-dominated culture to one with research 
emphasis. 
 
Purposive sampling (Creswell, 2008 Creswell, J.W. 2008. Educational research: Planning, conducting, 
and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research, Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.  ) 
was used in selecting the College English department of the institution as a case. Compared with 
other departments, the English department was more teaching-oriented in the institution, due to 
the foundation course it offered. Hence, the English department of the institution would be a typical 
case (see Stake, 1995 Stake, R.E. 1995. The art of case study research, Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications.  ) in understanding Chinese TEFL academics' perceptions about research in a 
transitional culture. As the institution was used to understand a broader issue rather than the 
intrinsic interest it aroused, this was an instrumental case study (Stake, 1995 Stake, R.E. 1995. The 
art of case study research, Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.  ). In addition, the first author was an 
insider of the institution, which presents advantages and disadvantages (Merriam, 1998 Merriam, 
S.B. 1998. Qualitative research and case study applications in education, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
). As an insider, the researcher had easy access to the TEFL academics and was able to choose the 
interviewees that would provide the best understanding of the case. On the other hand, the insider 
position may have presented biases in the interpretation of the data, which were addressed with the 
other authors. 
Data collection and analysis 
 
Data sources included transcripts of six audio-recorded interviews (35–60 minutes) with six TEFL 
academics from the English department. The interviews were conducted in Chinese by the first 
author, but translated into English for analysis, as the other two researchers were English speakers. 
The interview questions were semi-structured, but the interviewees were given considerable 
freedom to voice their perceptions, feelings and opinions (Creswell, 2008 Creswell, J.W. 2008. 
Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research, 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.  ). The selection of academics for interviews considered 
variations in teaching and research experience, academic titles, and academic qualifications to 
gather varied perceptions about research. 
 
The six interviewed TEFL academics constituted a small sample; nonetheless, as they were carefully 
selected to represent the 43 TEFL academics in the English department with regard to the afore-
mentioned demographics, their views and perceptions should be indicative of the majority of the 
TEFL academics in the English department. Furthermore, the institution was situated between the 
national and provincial universities on the institutional hierarchy in China, thus representing the 
average level of Chinese higher education institutions in teaching and research. 
 
The six interviewees comprised three groups in terms of work experiences: around 30 years, 15–20 
years and less than 10 years. Both academics in the first group were associate professors (A/Prof). 
A/Prof Wei started TEFL career in the late 1970s, while A/Prof Hua taught in a middle school in the 
early 1980s before coming to the institution. A/Prof Tian, one of the two working for 15–20 years, 
was just promoted to associate professor. She was one of the two Master's degree holders among 
the interview participants. The other in the group was Mr Shen, a lecturer. Ms Li, the younger 
academic in the last group, was a new lecturer who worked for three years and the only Master's 
degree holder before coming into the profession. The other was Ms Ma, a lecturer with 10 years of 
working experience holding the Bachelor's degree. A written consent for the interview was obtained 
from each interviewee and the head of department, respectively. For purpose of confidentiality, the 
names of the academics and the institution are pseudonyms. 
 
Thematic data analysis was adopted in analysing the interview transcripts, following Creswell's (2008 
Creswell, J.W. 2008. Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and 
qualitative research, Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.  ) qualitative data analysis model. 
First, the transcripts were read through and divided into text segments. A code label was assigned to 
each segment, using the interviewee's words or a collection of commonly used phrases. At this 
stage, the preliminary codes were examined by listing them to check overlap and redundancy. By 
eliminating redundant codes and collapsing similar codes, the codes constructed at the early stage 
were narrowed down to broader themes. Second, the new list of code words was examined to 
determine whether these codes recorded common themes and recurring patterns. Finally, all 
transcripts were read again to make sure that themes were appropriate, and no text segments were 
overlooked. 
The case study findings 
 
Three major themes emerged from the analysis of the interview data. In the following report, the 
findings are of the case study will be presented under these headings: (1) changes in perceived value 
of research, (2) perceptions about the teaching-research nexus, and (3) perceptions about the 
institutional research requirements. 
Changes in perceived value of research 
 
The senior and mid-career interview participants experienced changes in Chinese higher education 
and in institution history in the past 20–30 years. They described the changes in their purpose to 
conduct research and their perceptions about value of research, mirroring the changes in 
institutional research requirements and the stages in their career development over the past 
decades. 
Understanding about and engagement in research before the change 
 
Five of the six interview participants started the job with a Bachelor's degree. The four senior and 
mid-career staff members had vague or no idea about research when they came to the profession: ‘I 
knew little about research in the first years, and had not conducted any, but only watched others do 
it’ (A/Prof Tian). Indeed, research opportunities had not been prominent for TEFL academics until 
the early 1990s according to A/Prof Wei. A/Prof Hua recollected that research had been required for 
promotion, but seniority had been prioritised over merit: 
 
In the past, promotion to professor depended on your place in the queue that was decided by the 
quality and quantity of your research… . At that time, as nobody was strong in research, if you were 
the first in the queue, then you could probably get promoted. If the first got promoted, the second 
would become the first. 
 
Book compilations and translations were the principal forms of ‘research’ among TEFL academics 
then: ‘I had no clear picture of what research was, but thought research was only compiling 
dictionaries and translating’ (Mr Shen). For some, article writing was not started until promotion was 
approaching. However, most of the articles they had produced were ‘copied bits and pieces that 
were put together’ (A/Prof Tian), and ‘promotion to professors didn't require real quality articles’ 
(A/Prof Wei). 
Negative change in perceptions about research 
 
Research engagement then seemed to be motivated by interest and the willingness to learn as well 
as promotion. A/Prof Wei was a typical example of the veterans. She remarked: 
 
Conducting research can broaden my field of vision. I felt that I was close to the latest development 
in the field. I also learned the social needs… . Research can also enhance teaching to a certain extent. 
It is useful, to be frank. 
 
A/Prof Wei believed that a TEFL academics should have some experience in these forms of research 
and expressed her pride in the past research accomplishments during the interview, saying that they 
gave her ‘a sense of achievement’. She not only had published a number of textbooks and translated 
books, but the books brought her decent income. However, promotion became the sole purpose 
and value of research for her when she struggled to publish national-level journal articles to meet 
the new research requirements for promotion to professor. Conducting research was not fun 
anymore, but an insurmountable difficulty: ‘I feel that I am least confident in article writing. … 
Besides, the level of journals where your articles are supposed to publish becomes higher and 
higher. I feel that I can't live up to the expectation’. 
Positive change in perceptions about research 
 
Different from A/Prof Wei, the value of research turned from negative to positive for A/Prof Tian. In 
the interview, she said that research had been ‘boring and contributing nothing to teaching’ when 
she had conducted it to meet the research requirements for promotion. While her Master's course 
introduced her into the field of linguistics, the research training she was receiving at the moment of 
the interview in a research university for less than two months brought her new revelation about the 
value of research: 
 
When you conduct research, you will do a lot of literature reading, which improves you as a TEFL 
academic… .If you have a better theoretical understanding of the matter, you can perform even 
better, and you can teach to the point. (A/Prof Tian) 
 
New understandings about research led her to enjoy research more than before, and she remarked, 
‘Research is interesting’. Her understanding about the value of research changed gradually, which 
also impacted upon her choice of reading in research. She was more confident than before about 
reading academic articles involving technicality. 
Perceptions about the research-teaching nexus 
 
Other interview participants were generally positive about the value of research as well, in 
particular, the impact of research on teaching, but their notions seemed to be derived more from 
rhetoric than from experience. As a result some participants had their doubts, ‘I think research 
should be helpful for my teaching. This is for sure, although I don't know how helpful it is’ (Mr. 
Shen). 
 
Mr Shen's scepticism about the benefit of research to teaching was verified by his two experiences 
working on research projects. One research project that he participated was conducted in a 
haphazard manner, so ‘you don't really benefit from working on it’. The other project only seemed 
to provide some commonsensical knowledge already aligned with his teaching experiences. 
Consequently, he admitted that research should be part of TEFL academics' work but doubted its 
usefulness to his teaching responsibility, particularly as he claimed, ‘… to me, it is a burden, because 
it is difficult for me’. 
 
A /Prof Hua was also positive about the importance of research to teaching in general, but was 
concerned with the specific level of research TEFL academics in the English department needed to 
produce, ‘TEFL academics from the English department shouldn't be required to do high-level 
research for one's teaching to be meaningful’. 
 
Ms Ma was strongly affirmative about the role of research in TEFL academics' work, and understood 
research as ‘finding solutions to teaching problems and understanding teaching’. She said that most 
of her research articles were literature synthesis about teaching instead of empirical research. 
Similar to Mr Shen, she admitted that she read research for the purpose of finding research topics, 
while very rarely classroom problems and curiosity motivated her to engage in research. The benefit 
of reading and writing research on her teaching seemed to be at most a by-product instead of the 
goal. 
 
Ms Li had not conducted any research since she started work, and spent most of her time teaching. 
‘Research doesn't play too big a role in my teaching’, she commented. Her understanding about 
research was that it should be either frontier research leading the field or practical to teaching. She 
believed that research and teaching were mutually beneficial, ‘research should be part of TEFL 
academics’ job to inform and enhance teaching, and teaching can promote research as well'. 
Perceptions about the institutional research requirements 
 
According to the interview participants, research had been required in promotion in the old days, 
but did not constitute too much pressure, as teaching (at least the teaching hours) had been very 
important in promotion decisions. Research pressure was introduced with the advent of the new 
research requirements for promotion at the beginning of the century. The TEFL academics were 
under pressure to write research at acceptable national levels and felt that the new research 
requirements were impracticable with teaching under-represented. 
Impracticability of the new research requirements 
 
Four of the TEFL academics interviewed regarded the threshold of national-level journals for 
promotion to senior academic titles as too high to be realistic for TEFL academics in the institution. 
The institution aspired to become a teaching and research institute, but ‘in reality it was still 
teaching-dominated at present, or at least the English department was’ (A/Prof Tian). They noted 
that the English they taught was mostly undergraduate non-major level. If they were required to 
publish in national-level journals, ‘then research would be done only for the purpose of promotion 
and not for integration into teaching’ (A/Prof Hua). The impracticality was also reflected in the 
institution administration's indiscriminate treatment of different disciplines according to A/Prof Wei: 
‘Whether you teach basic subjects or not, you should all have core journal articles. This is forcing 
people to do something impossible’. 
 
Three interview participants expressed their suspicion, discontentment, and bitter feelings toward 
the abrupt elevation of research standard for promotion in the recent year: ‘I wonder whether it 
[new requirement] was the result of improved quality of all the academics, or the policy makers 
simply made it on impulse’ (A/Prof Tian). A/Prof Wei became bitter when she cited examples of their 
former classmates working in national universities and being promoted without core journal articles: 
 
You can go to [these] and [those] universities and ask whether they can get accepted in the core 
journals. Do academics who were promoted all have such a level of articles? Then the promotion 
standard in these two national key universities seems lower than ours in terms of foreign languages 
teaching academics. (A/Prof Wei) 
 
To Ms Ma, it was apparently fair to assess all academics in the institution with the same research 
criteria. She believed, however, that such a practice only saved trouble for the evaluators, but ‘to the 
assessed, it is unfair. Different disciplines should not be assessed with the same criteria’. 
The underrepresentation of teaching 
 
Three interviewed TEFL academics questioned the over-importance of research in promotion 
considerations, and observed that it was inappropriate that teaching was rendered invisible in the 
assessment of academics' performance. A/Prof Tian commented, ‘It [research] is the only thing that 
counts. Promotion is research-dominated’. A/Prof Wei and Ms Ma believed that research accounted 
for 80–90 per cent in promotion, and ‘only excellent research can trade off less research 
productivity’ (Ms Ma). A/Prof Tian claimed, ‘This institute evaluates our teaching by students and 
supervisory team. However, at promotion, teaching doesn't count at all’. This was similar to A/Prof 
Wei's comment, ‘Teaching is never reflected in promotion. It is regrettable’. 
 
A/Prof Wei had won an award in an institute-wide teaching contest and was confident about her 
teaching performance. Ms Ma was concerned about not discriminating good teaching from bad 
teaching in promotion decisions, and believed that the current promotion system assumed 
everyone's teaching was the same. A/Prof Tian was also discontent about such an assumption and 
added, ‘Being good at research does not necessarily means being good at teaching, and research 
can't replace teaching’. Research carried much weight in decisions for promotion in the institution, 
while teaching was given minimal consideration; three TEFL academics (A/Prof Tian and Wei, and Ms 
Ma) suggested that teaching should be given at least 50 per cent weight in academics' performance 
assessment. 
Discussion 
 
The discussion of this study is structured around the following issues that figured prominently in the 
data: (1) contradictory perceptions about the teaching-research nexus, (2) limited understanding 
about the value of research, and (3) administrative demands in the institution. 
Contradictory perceptions about the teaching-research nexus 
 
The juxtaposed positive views and doubts about teaching-research links among the interviewed TEFL 
academics suggested a conflict between rhetoric and reality. The official rhetoric from their 
workplace and the TEFL field, and their limited research experience exerted contradictory influences 
upon their perceptions about teaching-research nexus. They understood the rhetoric on the positive 
teaching-research connection, but their own research experience (mostly literature synthesis) did 
not seem to convince them of the positive teaching-research link. As a result, they had reservations 
about the impact of their research upon teaching, but believed that only high-level research 
conducted by experts would influence teaching as found about other English teaching practitioners 
(McDonough & McDonough, 1990 McDonough, J. and McDonough, S. 1990. What's the use of 
research? ELT Journal, 44: 102–109.  ). They doubted whether high-level theoretical research had 
any relevance to their classroom teaching, which concurs with studies about English teaching 
practitioners' research engagement (Borg, 2003a Borg, S. 2003a. “Research education' as an 
objective for teacher learning”. In The role of research in teacher education, Edited by: Beaven, B. 
and Borg, S. 41–48. Whitstable, Kent, , UK: IATEFL.  , 2007 Borg, S. 2007. Research engagement in 
English language teaching. Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of Research 
and Studies, 23: 731–747.  , 2009 Borg, S. 2009. English language teachers' conceptions of research. 
Applied Linguistics, 30: 358–388.  ). The underlying assumption for such scepticism was the 
oversimplified notion that research can provide suggestions for advancing classroom practices (Borg, 
2009 Borg, S. 2009. English language teachers' conceptions of research. Applied Linguistics, 30: 358–
388.  ). When research fails to do so, it is rejected outright (McDonough & McDonough, 1990 
McDonough, J. and McDonough, S. 1990. What's the use of research? ELT Journal, 44: 102–109.  ). 
Hence, TEFL academics need to experience success in their initial research endeavours; otherwise it 
is likely research will be abandoned early on in careers. It is important for TEFL academics to realise 
that the benefits of research for teaching are not be limited to the immediate top-down applicability 
to teaching problems only (Borg, 2007 Borg, S. 2007. Research engagement in English language 
teaching. Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of Research and Studies, 23: 
731–747.  ; Yang et al., 2001 Yang, Z., Zhang, S. J. and Xie, J.W. 2001. An analysis of current situation 
and problems of TEFL academics' research performance. Foreign Language Education, 22: 79–83.  ). 
Rather, research can empower them by providing an instrument to critically examine their own and 
their colleagues' teaching through bottom-up practitioner research (Allwright, 2003 Allwright, D. 
2003. Exploratory practice: Rethinking practitioner research in language teaching. Language 
Teaching Research, 7: 113–141.  ). 
Limited understanding about the value of research 
 
The TEFL academics' perceptions about the value of research seemed to be limited to teaching and 
promotion. Such limited perceptions distinguished them from their Western colleagues who 
experienced the significance of research in a multi-dimensional way (Åkerlind, 2008 Åkerlind, G.S. 
2008. An academic perspective on research and being a researcher: An integration of the literature. 
Studies in Higher Education, 33: 17–31. ; Bruce et al., 2004 Bruce, C., Pham, B. and Stoodley, I. 2004. 
Constituting the significance and value of research: Views from information technology academics 
and industry professionals. Studies in Higher Education, 29: 219–238. ). The difference may be 
explained by their different career paths. Compared with the Western academics from the research-
intensive universities, Chinese TEFL academics in this study were primarily employed as teachers, 
consequently, teaching provided a stronger identity for their circumstances. When research began 
to occupy an increasingly important position in their role performance, teaching was still the priority 
for most (see also Xia, 2002 Xia, J.M. 2002. Report on a survey of university academics' perception 
about foreign languages education, knowledge, abilities, research and further education. Foreign 
Language World, 23: 35–41.  ; Zhou, 2005 Zhou, Y. 2005. A survey of English teachers' needs in 
Chinese higher education institutions. Foreign Language Teaching and Research, 37: 206–210.  ). As a 
result, all the interviewees seemed to believe that teaching was the yardstick to judge the value of 
research and that research should inform teaching rather than the other around (e.g., Elen et al., 
2007 Elen, J., Lindblom-Ylanne, J. and Clement, M. 2007. Faculty development in research-intensive 
universities: The role of academics' conceptions on the relationship between research and teaching. 
International Journal for Academic Development, 12: 123–139. , ). While it is important for TEFL 
academics to recognise the pedagogic worth of research, they also need to be aware of the multi-
dimensional value of research as indicated in the literature. 
 
Promotion was the other value of research for the Chinese TEFL academics. This was associated with 
the manageability of research, which seemed to affect the psychological satisfaction derived from 
conducting research. When research was manageable, the Chinese TEFL academics experienced its 
worth beyond the instrumental value. However, when research posed considerable difficulties for 
them, they tended to perceive research negatively and as unrewarding. Meeting the institutional 
obligations for career advancement became the only other research value to them. The TEFL 
academics were comparable to the ‘researching teacher’ (Gao et al., 2000 Gao, Y.H., Li, L.C. and Wu, 
H.L. 2000. What ‘research’ and ‘research methods’ mean to EFL teachers: Four cases. Modern 
Foreign Languages, 23: 89–98.  ) study based on research for teaching and promotion purposes only. 
This finding suggested that when the institutional research requirements became too challenging, 
TEFL academics' perceptions about the value of research were likely to be focused on personal gains 
only. It is necessary for the institution and the English department to provide research training and 
support to enhance the TEFL academics' research competencies so that their research endeavours 
are rewarding experiences rather than career advancement only. 
Administrative demands in the institution 
 
The interview participants believed that research was overrepresented in the reward structure and 
teaching was not rewarded. Nonetheless, like their Chinese colleagues from other disciplines (Lai, 
2009 Lai, M. 2009. Challenges to the work life of academics: The experience of a renowned 
university in the Chinese mainland. Higher Education Quarterly, 64: 89–111.  ), most Chinese TEFL 
academics could recognize the general trend in Chinese higher education emphasizing research, and 
conformed to it regardless of their reservations. The Chinese TEFL academics' responses to 
institutional research requirements suggested that the decision making in Chinese institutions was 
‘administrative domination’ (Lai, 2009 Lai, M. 2009. Challenges to the work life of academics: The 
experience of a renowned university in the Chinese mainland. Higher Education Quarterly, 64: 89–
111.  , p. 103), and that TEFL academics were not involved in decision-making process. In building a 
research culture, it is important for Chinese institutions and TEFL departments to involve TEFL 
academics in the decision making about the new institutional and departmental missions (Pratt, 
Margaritis, & Coy, 1999 Pratt, M., Margaritis, D. and Coy, D. 1999. Developing a research culture in a 
university faculty. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 21: 43–55. , ), so that TEFL 
academics can more willingly align their research efforts with the missions of their institutes and 
departments. Additionally, the institutional research management policy needs to attend to teaching 
disciplinary differences (Boyer, 1990 Boyer, E.L. 1990. Scholarship reconsidered: Priorities of the 
professoriate, 1st, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, The Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching.  ; Sutton & Bergerson, 2001 Sutton, T.P. and Bergerson, P.J. 2001. Faculty 
Compensation Systems: Impact on the quality of higher education, Washington: Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement.  ) by giving more weigh to teaching in assessing TEFL 
academics so that TEFL academics can develop positive perceptions about research. 
Conclusion 
 
Building a stronger research profile has been the aspiration of many higher education institutions 
and departments worldwide. This poses challenges to academics whose role has traditionally been 
teaching-dominated. This study contributes to an understanding of academics' perceptions about 
research – teaching-research nexus and the value of research from the Chinese perspective. It also 
complements the previous literature by revealing the academics' perceptions about research in a 
transitional context, as suggested by Neumann (1992 Neumann, R. 1992. Perception of the teaching-
research nexus: A framework for analysis. Higher Education, 23: 159–171.  ). Using a small sample 
from a specific discipline, this study's findings need to be interpreted with caution. However, as in a 
qualitative design, the findings are not intended to generalise to other teaching departments and 
institutions, yet, they may be transferrable to other similar TEFL contexts, and provide insight for 
supervisory individuals who engaged in research capacity building of their TEFL academics. Further 
studies using a large sample of TEFL academics from more diversified TEFL contexts such as English 
Language and Literature Departments, or TEFL departments from research universities can be 
conducted to evaluate successful research capacity measures. Alternatively, multi-site and possible 
multi-disciplinary projects can be designed to explore Chinese academics' perceptions about 
research to make comparisons with findings about the Western colleagues. Understanding 
academics' perceptions about research and research requirements can assist (transitional) 
institutions and departments to make informed decisions as to the effective measures that can be 
used to develop academics' research productivity. 
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